Introduction
Characters are the core elements in many video game genres, particularly the ones emphasising the importance of the storyline, the protagonist's development, or the art of simulation (e.g., computer role-playing games, massively online RPGs, action-adventures, first-person shooters, life-simulations, and multi-genre god games). From the player's perspective, the player character forms a crucial part of gameplay as they see the gameworld and act within it through the PC's eyes. Whether it is Commander Shepard (Mass Effect Although player characters occur in all the above game types, no other genre features such a complex character development system as a computer role-playing game. Therefore, it constitutes an accurate research sample. The creation of the player character in cRPGs relies upon a levelling system based on experience points, and a rich customization process including the allocation of numerous attributes, and very often the adjustment of the PC's appearance, class, race, and name. Because the player is given a lot of freedom in the process of character creation, the PCs in cRPGs have the chance to become complex constructs rather than metres of a skilful hand-eye coordination of the player.
The diverse body of literature on video game characters accumulated in the past two decades seems to be unveiling an emerging pattern, according to which researchers scrutinise them.
Some studies display a strictly mechanical approach to characters, and analyse them from the point of view of functions they perform within the gameworld, disregarding their representational traits (Aarseth 2004; Adams & Rollings 2007; Frasca 2001; Howard 2008; Newman 2002; Novak & Krawczyk 2005; Pisarski & Sikora 2008) .
Others focus on the characters as the drivers of agency, and emphasise the active role of the gamers who embody the PCs and make crucial decisions during the gameplay (Carr 2002; Lankoski 2003; Perlin 2004) . Some researchers attribute agency to non-player characters, which, unlike player characters, are not controlled by the player, but by the game's AI (Parsler 2010) . As far as agency and meaningful interaction are concerned, there have also been studies into video game character typology, based on the extent to which the players can interact with them (Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al. 2008; Wolf 2002 ).
In accordance with yet another perspective characters are viewed as representational gendered icons. A lot of studies have focused on the hyper-sexualised appearance of game characters (Rubenstein 2007; Schmieder 2009; Graner Ray 2004; Turkle 1984 Turkle , 1995 , or on the representation of female PCs (Cassell & Jenkins 1999; Bryce & Rutter 2005; Kennedy 2002; Richard & Zaremba 2005; Schleiner 2000) . Finally, characters have been viewed as the player's embodiment, in which case the double-situatedness of the body and the cybernetic feedback loop come into question (Boellstorff 2008; Dovey & Kennedy 2006; Doyle 2009; Ensslin 2009; Morie 2007; Taylor 2002 Taylor , 2004 Turkle 1999 ).
Contribution to the field
Although video game characters have been studied from so many different perspectives, so far an attempt to develop a replicable genre-focused model has not been made. This study aims to fill that void by proposing a toolkit for player character research in offline role-playing games.
The overall structure of the Player Character Grid introduced in this article, combines two different analytical approaches that seem to prevail in VG studies -the structuralist (focused on rule mechanisms) and the cultural approach (related to socio-cultural meaning) (Bogost 2006; Dovey & Kennedy 2006) . Joining both perspectives allows encompassing the complexity of the player character and the medium it is expressed in.
The direct influence for my structural analysis comes from theatre theory. Anne Ubersfeld's semiological dramatic character research performed in Reading Theatre I (1999) constitutes the main driving force behind the structural part of the model of the PC in cRPGs.
Theatrical Character Grid
Ubersfeld's criticism of the concept of the dramatic character is comparable to the VG player character's experience on many levels, and may be used to support the structural part of the PC's analysis in video games. It should also be mentioned that the original research conducted in French in late 1970s, and translated into English in 1999, is not necessarily the most recent and certainly not the only theatrical study of structural nature. However, its core assumptions make it highly relevant and applicable to video games. Unlike in literary studies, the structuralist perspectives have prevailed and keep playing an important role in game studies, alongside cultural approaches. Ubersfeld's work should not be regarded as an outdated 1970's research perspective transplanted into video games, but rather as a conceptual framework and a trigger for the formal analysis of character creation in cRPGs.
As Ubersfeld observes, 'contemporary semiology sees character as the locus of functions, and no longer as a substance-copy of a human being ' (1999: 72) . In other words, character analysis is not a discovery of pre-determined meaning, but rather a continuous construction of how character functions in individual scenarios and situations. This distinction seems to be accurate with reference to video games, where the actual character becomes three-dimensional only once it has been embodied by the player.
In order to explicate and establish the legitimacy of the terminology used in her detailed semiological methodology of the character, Ubersfeld drafted it visually on the Character Grid (Ubersfeld 1999: 79) . Due to the spatial constraints of this article I will confine myself to the main driving principle of the model -the dynamic shift from the text towards the stage, and from the actant towards the actor.
Ubersfeld introduces two analytical orders to the methodology of the theatrical character -'textual' and 'staged'. The former scrutinises the character as an element within a literary text, while the latter focuses on the analysis of the persona exposed to the public gaze on stage. The live actor is placed in the centre of the Staged Semiotic Set, including all the listed aspects belonging to the two main dimensions. As Ubersfeld notices, '[t] he character can thus be seen as the intersection (in the mathematical sense) of two semiotic sets (text and stage) ' (1999: 80) .
To understand the significance of those two sets, it should also be emphasised that in the case of the former, the character operates in the actantial system (deep structure), while the latter implies the presence of the actorial system (surface structure) (1999: 77). The character's concrete existence is only possible in the stage set, and that is achieved by a concrete performance of an actor. The textual character constitutes merely a virtual entity (1999: 92) .
In accordance with the terminology introduced by Algidras J. Greimas, an actant denotes the character's role associated with a certain function performed within the text. An actant should be differentiated from an actor, who is a concrete character placed in a concrete story.
Transferring this juxtaposition to the video games realm, we may define an actantial figure in Grand Theft Auto IV as a lawbreaker and a war veteran, whereas his actorial realization would equate to Niko Bellic impersonated by the player, who shapes the player character through the choices made. The actantial system thus denotes an abstract construct while its actorial counterpart depicts a concrete character realised within a given gameworld.
In drama, all individual variables from the textual and the staged sets are mapped onto a live actor, who functions within the staged semiotic set. It is only on stage that a concrete character is realised through the process of theatricalization. As Ubersfeld concludes, '[w] e must return to the obvious fact that the character has a concrete existence through concrete performance alone; the textual character is only virtual ' (1999: 92) . This observation will take us to the world of cRPG games, in which the duality of the player character's persona -as it is in the case of a theatrical character -is a predominant feature.
Player Character Grid
A pre-designed player character (actant) is brought to life on the virtual stage by the player and as a result becomes an animated PC -a term I will use to refer to a video game equivalent of the character in a socio-cultural context, and allows for its wider interpretation surpassing the in-game system. In accordance with the first level of the Grid, the player character is depicted as an integral element within the game as a system. Building upon Ubersfeld's theatrical character's methodology, the PC is analysed as an abstract actantial figure, and an actor/animated PC -its counterpart impersonated by a concrete player. Once the potential player character (actant) is embodied by the player, its structural analysis is conducted from a player-centric perspective.
Such a point of view requires the integration of other important in-game elements, which influence and co-create the player character's persona within the gameworld. The middle column refers to the framework needed to analyse the elements to the left and right.
PC -STRUCTURAL PLANE
PC as an element within The Referential Plane of the Player Character Grid portrays the PC, not as a mechanical element within the system, but as a concrete realization of that element in the socio-cultural context.
Video games do not exist in a technological vacuum, and are in fact the products of culture, which influences the way characters are represented and interpreted (Newman 2004: 127-129) .
The Referential Plane thus may incorporate a wide spectrum of aspects of Cultural Theory into the analysis of the player character in a given video game. 1 In this article I will not conduct an analysis based on the referential plane. Instead, I will eliminate the psychologising or psychoanalysing discourse constructed around the character (Ubersfeld 1999: 75 ) in order to demonstrate how the player character functions in the gameworld and what in-game components influence that functioning. The Structural Plane and its Pivot Model may contribute to further research and act as a peripheral frame for the interpretation practice thatto borrow from literary theory -'… organises perception without designating meaning' (Ramage 1986: 105) .
It is also worth noticing how the PC's development progresses in accordance with the presented continuum between an actant and an actor/animated PC (structural plane), and an animated PC perceived through the cultural prism (referential plane). Those three different perspectives depict the player character first as a structural element with a predefined set of capabilities, then as a realised set of capabilities selected by a concrete player (the choices are narrowed down and an actant PC becomes an animated PC), and finally the PC reaches yet another level of individualization, by which a layer of culturally significant conditionings is added to the animated PC.
Using the example of Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios 2008), we may identify a PC as an empty nameless vessel with a set of available attributes, perks and decisions, which later in the game will form it into a concrete character. Once the player impersonates the vessel, it becomes a Jenny (a possible name for our female avatar) with neutral Karma, a certain number of points allocated to: strength, perception, endurance, charisma, intelligence, agility, and luck
, and a few items in the Pip-Boy's 3000 inventory. Once Jenny proceeds through the game, develops her skills, levels of morality (between -1.000 and + 1.000) and makes choices that influence her relation to other in-game elements (NPCs), she and her decisions, as well as the reactions of NPCs, may be then interpreted according to a certain cultural scenario.
Pivot Player Character Model
The Pivot Player Character Model (the main toolkit in the structural plane of the Player Character Grid) encompasses five major building blocks: the player character itself, nonplayable characters, props and inventory, interface, and agency. The diagram in figure 2 illustrates the correlations between the individual elements of the model. C occupies the game space, or to be more precise the mediated space -'the space of the image plane, […] which consists of all the output the system can provide in order to present the rulebased game universe to the player ' (2008: 18) . Once the player adopts the identity of the character within a game, they (players) become its integral part and see the gameworld through the avatar's eyes.
Another dividing layer (or a joining one, depending on the theoretical perspective) between the player and the character persona relates to the interface, which enables the PC to experience the game space. 3 The player exerts their control over the game's elements by means of agency, which is conveyed via the interface. Furthermore, in many games there is a constant interplay between NPCs (Artificial Intelligence) and props. NPCs have the ability to pick up certain objects and make use of them just in the same way a PC does. Manipulating the NPCs and props makes them responsive to the PC's actions, which is indicated by the red double pointed arrows in the diagram (PC ↔ NPCs ↔ props ↔ PC). The interplay between the above elements (PC, NPCs, props) may be referred to as entity manipulation, which 'encompasses the alteration of the game made either by the player or by in-game entities' (Zagal et al. 2005: 5) .
Case study and terminology
In case of role-playing video games, such as The Witcher, the designed character is an empty semiotic vessel (Rehak 2003: 173) unless embodied by the player. Since this moment of thrusting a virtual life into the character is a crucial turning point in the process of PC animation, this section will focus on selected aspects of an actualised PC and the experience of levelling up, assigning traits, and interacting with NPCs and props.
The table in figure 3 summarises the structural characterization of the PC on the basis of a few game specific elements extracted from the PPC Model and applied to selected scenes from the game's Chapter I: Outskirts of Vizima. Outlining the integral elements that shape the PC in the form of a table illustrates more clearly the complexity of the relations between the PC, in-game objects, and other non-player characters. Before discussing the construction of the PC, I shall explicate the meaning of the table's components.
Entities refer to all the in-game objects that may be modified and/or interacted with by the player, and they include NPCs, and various objects found in the gameworld (Zagal 2005: 5) . It should be emphasised here that in-game objects gain ludic meaning and shape the PC predominantly when they are interacted with. This interaction may be referred to as entity manipulation. It consists of altering the attributes (e.g., owner, velocity etc.) or abilities (e.g., fight, drink, wear etc.) of the entities (Zagal 2005: 8) . Entity manipulation may be also referred to in terms of interaction options (Consalvo & Dutton 2006) .
Applying the terminology introduced by Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al. (2008: 178-179) and Parsler (2011: 136-137) , NPCs may be divided into:
1. NPAs (non-player agents)/functional characters -they perform general functions within the gameworld, such as trading with the PC, distributing quests and quest items, displaying dialogue options.
2. Cast -they are assigned specific functions closely related to the story, such as fighting with the PC who can loot their bodies after a won duel, fist-fighting, playing dicepoker, getting drunk.
3. Stage -they constitute a part of the scenery and cannot be interacted with, for instance chickens, random villagers.
Here I would like to emphasise that the difference between functional and cast characters does Similarly to NPCs, the in-game inanimate objects or props fall under the following classification (Howard 2008: 77 ):
1. Functional -they have a direct impact on the PC's performance within the game, such as books and scrolls, food items, weapons.
2. Quest/plot items -they play an essential role in the back-stories behind quests;
without them the quests cannot be completed and the plot does not advance.
3. Decorative -they constitute a part of the scenery.
Although both functional and quest/plot items can be interacted with by the PC (unlike decorative ones), the difference between them is related to the significance from the perspective of the plot. The objects in the second category can only be acquired after activating a specific quest and lose their functionality after its completion. For instance, once Geralt (the player character of The Witcher) lights up all the candles in the chapels surrounding the village in the Outskirts, they cannot be used by the PC on any other occasion. Functional objects, on the other hand, may be used irrespective of the quest that is currently fulfilled by the PC.
It should also be noted that functional and quest items have the ability to influence the character's development throughout the game. Applying Zagal's terminology, we notice that the PC's attributes may be either altered permanently (changing the PC's statistics) or temporarily (changing the PC's attributes for a short period of time) (Zagal 2005: 8) .
In her structural theory Ubersfeld observes that characters do not operate in a void, but in a theatrical space filled with actors, accessories and decorative elements (1999: 120). According to her the relations between the character and the world may be perceived from the point of view of the objects existing within that world. 'Theatre can use an object strictly as decoration, as an aesthetic object, or it can use an object for the most utilitarian purposes ' (1999: 120) .
Interestingly, her typology of theatrical objects overlaps to a certain degree with the above classification proposed by Howard (2008) .
The last main category present in the table is connected with what Consalvo & Dutton call interaction mapping, which 'involves examining the choices that the player is offered with regards to interaction not with objects, but with other player characters, and/ or with Non-Player Characters (NPCs)' (Consalvo & Dutton 2006) . This may include significant choices made by the PC on the basis of dialogue options related to particular NPCs.
As far as agency is concerned, we should focus on the question of the extent to which a PC may be individualised and shaped according to the player's will. The more freedom the player is given in customising and constructing their character, the more intricate the characterization process becomes, and the more diverse the gameplay. We may come to the conclusion that the more individuality indicators are present within an RPG, the bigger its replayability value.
A few fields have been marked in grey in order to signify the lack of interaction mapping. The PC can earn money killing monsters and performing other quests or find it in barrels, chests etc.
The PC has to read it. Once in the meditation mode, the PC can prepare the potion (provided he has the right ingredients). The FV potion grants him one Bronze Talent. It is not for sale.
The PC finds them on many bodies in the game. It may be sold or bought.
Quest/plot items

Box of Dice
Eternal Fire signet ring
Used to play Dice Poker
A ring given to the PC by the Reverend as a sign of his approval.
The PC can play dice poker with the Gambler NPC in the Inn or with Zoltan Chivay, depending on whether the PC chooses to save the dwarf in Chapter I.
The PC puts on a ring and it enables him to talk to more prominent citizens of the Outskirts of Vizima. The case of the PC development presented here focuses on selected scenarios from Chapter I taking place at the Outskirts of Vizima, the capital city of Temeria.
The Prologue in Kaer
Morhen (the witcher's fortress) consists of numerous introductory cut-scenes and tutorials, therefore it has not been selected for this analysis. Arriving at the Outskirts, the PC is still a relatively unformed character, with only a few talents assigned to the four basic skills (strength, dexterity, stamina, intelligence), and an elementary knowledge of the Aard magical sign (level 1 out of 5), which was unlocked by Leo (non-player agent) in the Prologue. Geralt is also acquainted with a few non-player characters (Vesemir, Lambert, Leo, Eskel, Triss
Merigold, Azar Javed, Professor, Salamandra bandits, and Savolla mage). However, it is in Chapter I that the actual development of the player character begins.
As may be observed from the table in figure 3 , the player character's formation is a complex process based on the PC's interaction with the gameworld and the player's choices made within it. This meaningful interaction with the functional in-game elements is what defines the PC's development, which is illustrated by means of various interface components. Figure 4 summarises Geralt's development path reached at the end of Chapter I of the game.
Interface Category Development Elements
Character The above table presents the PC's development as it is visible within the game's interface. One has to realise, however, that the characterization process is far more complex and goes well beyond the elements listed in the interface. Geralt's overall development is shaped by:
1. Progression level (e.g. Novitiate Witcher level 7 at the end of Chapter I) and the accumulation of experience points (XP).
2. Talent distribution across four attributes, four signs, and fighting styles (see Character Development Tree).
3. NPCs met and locations visited during the gameplay (they form the character's knowledge of the world and may be accessed via the Journal: Characters, Places, Bestiary; the complex interrelations between those elements may be viewed in figure   3 ).
4. Significant functional objects accumulated in the inventory.
5. Significant choices triggered by the selected dialogue lines.
The first three points, addressed in figure 4, may be viewed directly from the level of in-game interface. Although the same may be said about point four, it differs from the previous ones in that the importance and meaning of the objects collected by the PC cannot be extrapolated directly from their graphical representation or description provided in the inventory. Their significance upon the characterization process of the PC may be detected only in the context of actions associated with them. As previously mentioned in the Terminology section, some entities, when manipulated, may alter the PC's attributes. The following list in figure 5 includes selected objects that cause temporary or permanent changes in Geralt in The above examples demonstrate how the interaction with various in-game objects indirectly alters Geralt's development. Some items, such as alcohol, potions, or food, contribute to the PC's temporary attribute status, lowering or raising the levels of vitality, vigour, and toxicity. The environmental presence is created by the inanimate elements of the game space, such as
props. Similarly to non-player characters, objects are divided into categories depending on their level of functionality. Table 3 presents various in-game props that can or cannot be interacted with. The most interactive objects are the functional ones and these create the feeling of presence in the gameworld. By collecting (e.g., weapons, herbs), opening (e.g., door, barrels, wardrobes), reading (e.g., books and scrolls) or consuming them (e.g., water, grapes, potions) the PC leaves traces of his presence in the gameworld. The more functional objects there are, the higher the level of perceived agency and control over the character's shape. It should be also emphasised that different players may construct the character differently not only by assigning different attributes or selecting varying dialogue options, but also by interacting with certain objects that cause permanent changes in the PC. Similarly to stage characters, decorative elements do not contribute to the creation of environmental presence.
Conclusions
The discussed conceptual framework for PC research in video games has been developed from the researcher-as-player perspective. The strength of the proposed approach lies in its contribution to the practice of reading and interpreting games, not only of making them. It will hopefully become the starting point in numerous other studies, in which the player character is at the heart of gameplay and analytical experience. The Player Character Grid may lead to numerous additional research questions that may incite future research.
After implementing game-specific adjustments, the model could be applied to other ludic forms featuring player characters, such as online cRPGs (e.g. The current model may also be an inspiration for implementing a historical perspective into the PC research. It could be used as a comparative tool for the study of characters in contemporary and past cRPGs. In particular, it would be interesting to juxtapose games from the Silver Age 
